Nineteenth century was the Age of steam and iron.
I. Introduction
The Industrial Revolution happened over a long period of time and the scale of change was massive. The English rural and urban community underwent great changes during the Industrial revolution. The traditional rural occupations and domestic industry was taken over by the factories. The agriculture ceased to dominate the economy of the State, as was done since time immemorial. Domestic trades were taken over by urban industry. The capitalists by using modern machinery to make economic progress, caused a disequilibria in society.
The living conditions of the farmers and the laborers became wretched because they lost their working opportunities. They could no longer rely upon small farms to maintain their living. Due to poverty they were forced to leave their native community and move to the industrial towns like London. In cities their lives became wretched as they were forced to alter their life style. The old sources of social wisdom lost public acceptability and people felt they had to find other ways of answering the questions thrown up by the modern world.
Wordsworth's experiences at Cambridge and London introduced him to the grim realities of the new world and challenged his idealistic view of life. Wordsworth was confronted and troubled by the negative effects of the time. His doctrine of nature is a campaign against the destruction of the individual by material and social pressures. He believed that nature is a source of reconciliation with life. It helps 'to regain that blessed mood in which the human mind irradiates and transforms the world.'(http://facta.junis.ni.ac.yu/lal/lal97/lal97-02.pdf)1
Wordsworth joined Cambridge at the age of seventeen. Cambridge led him into artificial life and diverted his attention from the simple and profound virtues of his old mountain life. At first Wordsworth's sight was dazzled by the novel show of the university environment and activities. 'He was elated, proud and happy, and felt to be 'a man of business.'(Sarker,2001:495)2 Soon Wordsworth realized that 'I was not for that hour/ Nor for that place' because he was able to see the darker side to the picture. At one place he shares with his friend, De Quincey that 'the manner of the young men were very frantic…'(Selincourt,1959:1X1V)3 The relations between town-and-gown was extremely hostile. The streets were unpaved and very dark at night because illuminations were reserved for special occasions only. Cambridge had two kinds of students: reading and non reading. Most students were non reading men. Academic work was not important for most of the Cambridge students. They were more interested in parties and supper parties. According to Johnston, 'Students met, boasted, argued, and quarreled in the taverns with each other or with the town 'snobs'….between the students and the town boys, the fights were very frequent and very violent..' (Johnston,1998:126-127-129) 4 Cambridge divided the students in three categories: nobles, pensioners, and sizars. Being an orphan Wordsworth was dependent on his guardians for educational loans. Therefore, in the college, he was given the rank of sizar. This was the lowest category. The sizars were looked down upon. They were expected to distinguish themselves by hard work and success. Even at dinner the sizars were not allowed to join the nobles. They sat with the pensioners. Their food was sometimes made up from the leftover of the high tables. Wordsworth had to wear splendid clothes as good as any of the lords who were his classmates. In Book 3 Wordsworth says:
………. I had made a change In climate; and my nature's outward coat Changed also, slowly and insensibly. To the deep quiet and majestic thoughts Of loneliness succeeded empty noise And superficial pastimes;… (209-214)
Initially Wordsworth tried to reconcile with the mood of the institution but neither the university nor the manners of the student life provided social environment that suited his idea of humanity or brotherhood, rather it instilled in his mind a vain disregard for common man. The class prejudice and the superior attitude which Wordsworth talks about is discernible in the description of his urban college mates, whom he imagines to be standing on the last skirts of their specified zone as if they longed to enter the student's space but were forbidden to do so by their lower rank. The institution made Wordsworth cognize the fact that society has parted man from man by outside marks and has neglected ' the universal heart.' (12.218) Pinion says: He knew ' How books debase the many for the sake of the wealthy few' who see by artificial lights, and how they set forth 'extrinsic differences and neglect the universal heart.' (Pinion,1984 :150) 5 In such an environment, Wordsworth tried hard not to lose faith in humanity. Selincourt says, ' there could hardly be stronger testimony to the soundness of his early education and the strength of his character than that he could pass unscratched through the Cambridge of his day.'(Selincourt,lxiv)6 Wordsworth started avoiding the social activities of Cambridge. Although he was not averse to company of men, yet there was a niche within his soul that would not get stirred by gangs of companions. He felt restricted and unfulfilled at university because he thought that he had a vocation other than academic work. He says:
Oft did I leave My Comrades, and the Crowd, Buildings and Groves, And walked along the fields, the level fields, (91-93) Unlike the 'loyal students faithful to their books,' who aspired academic glories, Wordsworth would wander across the fields and searched for universal things. As Dr Aleris Carrel rightly said, 'The born criminal…… does not exist…..there are born defectives…their moral sense has not developed. This disharmony in the world of consciousness is a phenomenon characteristic of our time. We have succeeded in giving organic health to the inhabitants of the modern city. But despite the immense sum spent on education, we have failed to develop completely their intellectual and moral activities….The happiest and most useful men consist of a well integrated whole of intellectual, moral, and organic activities ….It is only with such thoroughly developed individuals that a real civilization can be constructed.''(Carrel,137)7 London brought Wordsworth into close contact with the oppressive realities of society, ' …… all those loathsome sights/ Of wretchedness and vice;'(73-74) . In The Prelude London is a corrupt city which is dominated by the law of profit and gain. In his poem London, Wordsworth depicts the city as a 'fen of stagnant waters' and its people as selfish men. In the Capital, social institutions are corrupt. Majority of the respectable leaders of society are hypocrite. People live artificial life. Wordsworth considered them as entertainers:
Pass we from entertainments that are such Professedly to others titled higher, Yet in the estimate of youth at least, More near akin to these than names imply, I mean the brawls of Lawyers in their Courts Among the crowd, conspicuous less or more, As we proceed, all specimens of Man Through all the colours which the sun bestows, And every character of form and face, The Swede, the Russian; from the genial South, The Frenchman and the Spaniard; from remote America, the Hunter-Indian; Moors, Malays, Lascars, the Tartar and Chinese, And Negro Ladies in white muslin gowns. (221-228)
In London of 1770 there was plenty of poverty and degradation. Poor people were unable to help themselves they had to adopt any means, even shows, quackeries, or prostitution to fill their bellies. The beggars in the streets pretended in -order to receive donations, because being crippled was not sufficient. The beggar had to turn his face towards the passer by in order to appeal to his compassion. Prostitution was common. When Wordsworth saw a prostitute in the streets he was not seduced by her rather he felt pity for her and thought about the inhumanness of man. According to Johnston, '…that every tenth woman Wordsworth saw was likely to be a prostitute…..' (Johnston,1998 :224)10 Once while Wordsworth and his friend Nicholson were returning home, they saw a prostitute and Wordsworth started 'wondering about his pious companionand himself-neither of whom looks at or says anything to the unhappy women.'(ibid)11 He feels pity for the woman and blames society for her condition.
In London, like the other towns of England, population increased due to the migration of farmers. The Londoners were forced to live in pathetic conditions due to over population. According to Purkis's statement:
'the cheap housing, poor diet, and squalid surroundings produced a total environment that had a depressing effect upon human endeavour……… To some observers, the new generation who were born into this environment appeared stunned and uncouth; their cheap clothing, and strange variation on the English language made them seem like another species, almost subhuman..' (Purkis,1988 Here and there and everywhere a weary Throng The Comers and the Goers face to face, Face after face; the string of dazzling Wares, Shop after shop, with Symbols, blazon'd Names, (155-158)
The city gave the impression of a tumult. The chaos of urban environment translated into social alienation, as life was reduced to a dull routine. London had no sympathy or compassion for Man, and no respect for old traditions or for the moral values. When Wordsworth's poems were criticized by Londoners he said, '..they are altogether incompetent judges. These people in the senseless hurry of their idle lives do not read books, they mere snatch a glance at them that they may talk about them…for this multitude of unhappy, and misguided, and misguiding beings, an entire regeneration must be produced;….'( Cited in Owen,1974 :115)17 Londoners were being swallowed and absorbed by the trivialities of life. They were gradually shifting away from the realities and the essence of life. Watson says that Wordsworth, '…experienced (during his stay in London) the sudden transition from a moral and agriculture society to a 'mass society'; ……experience of London gave him an insight into these problems, and a life long attachment to the value which the mass society denied: individuality, local loyalty, the spirit of community.' ( Watson,1992:166) 18 In The Prelude Wordsworth says:
The slaves unrespited of low pursuits, (724) Living amid the same perpetual flow Of trivial objects, melted and reduced To one identity, by differences That have no law, no meaning, and no end; Oppression under which even highest minds Must labour, whence the strongest are not free Wordsworth walks away from the city of bondage: a city which is dominated by a crowd that apes the reality. Wordsworth thought that all human beings are dignified; whether rich or poor because they are essentially the same. He idealized a community in which all institutions would enhance personal freedom. Where man is not turned into a machine but is humanized by the society. Thus urban societies were superseded by the poet. He saw hope in simple pursuits of life. Wordsworth decides to return to his native land.
II.
Conclusion
